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Leftist Politician Assassinated: Summary &amp; Aftermath
by John Neagle
Category/Department: General
Published: Tuesday, March 27, 1990
March 22: At Bogota's El Dorado airport, two gunmen armed with submachine guns attacked
Union Patriotica (UP) presidential candidate, Bernardo Jaramillo. One of the assailants opened
fire on Jaramillo as he walked into the airport to board a domestic flight for a three-day vacation
at Barranquilla. The victim was shot four times, and died at 10 a.m. at a nearby police clinic.
Jaramillo's bodyguards wounded one of the gunmen, identified at first as Jairo Restrepo, 21. The
other, a 16-year-old, reportedly fled. At least two other people were reported wounded, including
a bodyguard. The 36-year-old attorney was elected to the Senate in the March 11 general elections.
At present, the UP has three seats in the 199-seat Chamber of Representatives and two in the 114seat Senate. Colombian law permits active congresspersons to run for president. The presidential
election is scheduled for May 27. Prior to election as senator, Jaramillo served as a member of
the Chamber of Representatives from Antioquia department. He was also legal adviser to the
Banana Workers Union. UP politicians and members have been targeted by rightist death squads
and drug trafficking organizations. Since the party was established in 1984, 1,044 of its members
have been assassinated, including 87 thus far this year. In late 1987, Jaime Pardo Leal, the party's
leader and former presidential candidate, was shot and killed, setting off riots in Bogota. Two men,
including a convicted drug smuggler, were found guilty in March 1989 of the Pardo Leal killing.
A jury cleared Jose Gonzalo Rodriguez Gacha, identified as the No. 2 leader of the Medellin drug
ring, of involvement in the murder. Gacha was killed last December in a shootout with police.
As a result of death threats, on Feb. 28, 1989, Jaramillo resigned from the UP's presidency, and
fled the country. In May 1989, UP president Jose Antequera was gunned down at the El Dorado
airport. Jaramillo returned to Colombia shortly thereafter. Jaramillo favored dialogue with the drug
traffickers and was opposed to having them extradited to the US. He was also opposed to guerrilla
warfare as a way of bringing about social change. When a crowd outside the UP headquarters
learned of Jaramillo's death, people set fire to a bus and began breaking store windows. By 11
a.m., 12 persons had been injured. Hundreds of UP supporters outside the clinic wept and chanted
slogans blaming the government for his death. Troops used tear gas and gunfire to disperse the
crowds. Clashes between police and demonstrators armed with shotguns and rocks broke out in
several Bogota neighborhoods, including the downtown area. According to AP, on Thursday in
downtown Bogota five buses were burned, and numerous store windows shattered. Police said the
fighting killed one soldier and wounded four policeman and a civilian. The government ordered
stepped-up security in all major Colombian cities. In some urban areas the sale of alcohol was
banned. Notimex reported that on Thursday night, at least 50 retail establishments were looted and
destroyed, several vehicles were burned, and 300 persons were arrested. In southern Colombia,
sections of the Pan-American highway were blocked off by presumed FARC rebels. According
to UP spokespersons, on March 20 Interior Minister Carlos Lemos Simmonds asserted that the
party was the "political arm" of the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC). He was also
quoted as saying that killings of UP members were justified. (As reported by Radio Caracol, Lemos
Simmonds said, "Se puede justificar el exterminio de miembros de la UP.") The UP said Lemos'
"irresponsible statements" constituted a death sentence for Jaramillo and other UP members, and
demanded the minister's resignation. On Thursday afternoon, the UP announced it would not
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participate in the May 27 elections. The 150,000-member National Educators Federation announced
a 48-hour work stoppage to protest the killing. In the Uraba region, unions announced an indefinite
strike. A few hours after Jaramillo's death, Defense Minister Oscar Botero said intelligence reports
indicated the Medellin drug ring was responsible for the killing. Botero said the secret service had
intercepted messages between drug organization leader Pablo Escobar and the hit men who carried
out the murder. The defense minister identified Jaramillo's alleged assassin as 17-year-old Andres
Arturo Gutierrez. He said the youth had confessed to receiving an initial payment of 300,000 pesos
(about US$650) for the murder. Gutierrez carried false identity papers leading police to wrongly
identify him, at first, as Jairo Albert Restrepo, a former member of a leftist guerrilla group, Botero
said. The suspect was recovering in a Bogota downtown hospital from six gunshot wounds, the
minister said. Intelligence police chief, Gen. Miguel Maza Marquez, also announced that Escobar
had ordered the assassination. Meanwhile, a caller claiming to speak for the Medellin drug ring
telephoned several news organizations to say that four members of the "Gonzalo Rodriguez Gacha
commando" had carried out the assassination. The caller said Jaramillo's assassination signalled
"the resumption of the war, which will end only when the last of the drug bosses fall dead." He
also said the next victim would be Cesar Gaviria, presidential candidate of the ruling Liberal Party.
March 23: At dawn, thousands of UP members and supporters had assembled at Bolivar Plaza to
participate in a wake for Jaramillo. The RCN and Caracol radio networks reported that on Friday
morning, Escobar sent a letter to UP president Diego Montana. Both network affiliates in Medellin
said they were sent copies of the letter, written in longhand and bearing what appeared to be the
authentic signature and a fingerprint of Escobar. Escobar said he did not order Jaramillo's killing,
and lambasted the government for shifting the blame on others to justify murders "carried out
by its own paid assassins." Escobar said he respected Jaramillo and noted that he had no reason
to order the killing of a man opposed the extradition of Colombian nationals and who favored a
dialogue with drug traffickers. He blamed the murder on the right, to which he denied having any
link because, he wrote, "I find it repugnant." In Bogota, 80% of public transport was shut down,
and all schools were closed. Most public administration offices closed for the day, and labor unions
commenced work stoppages. Soldiers and police in armored cars with 20mm cannons and jeeps
mounted with machine guns patrolled streets in Bogota. Gen. Harold Bedoya, commander of the
army brigade in Medellin, said in an interview with Radio Caracol that the army had irrefutable
proof of Escobar's guilt in the killing. He did not elaborate. [A report by Notimex pointed out that
before President Virgilio Barco launched his "drug war" last August and drug traffickers responded
with a wave of assassinations, Colombia's "dirty war" had begun. Targets included members of
the UP and other leftist organizations and suspected members, and "sympathizers" of the same,
including activists in human rights groups, labor unions, civic improvement groups and agricultural
cooperatives. In November 1988, 45 people were killed simultaneously in several bars located in
the UP-dominated village of Segovia. Local military units reportedly did nothing to prevent the
killings, or to chase down the assassins. Similar multiple murders involving between five and
30 persons took place in Cordoba, Antioquia and Santander departments. In January 1989, 12
members of a judicial investigative team were assassinated. The team apparently had evidence
linking one of Rodriguez Gacha's paramilitary organizations with a mass murder. Rodriguez
Gacha had declared a personal crusade against all "communists" in Colombia, which reportedly
originated in differences with the FARC. Because the drug ring leader's hired killers could not easily
exterminate the rebels, Rodriguez Gacha dedicated himself to assassinating UP militants. The UP
was created after a 1984 truce between the government and certain factions of the FARC. Military
and police officers and military intelligence units formed an alliance with Rodriguez Gacha and
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other drug trafficking capos to eliminate the UP. In contrast to Rodriguez Gacha and other drug
traffickers, Escobar has never before been characterized as a fervent anti-communist. Consequently,
said Notimex, many Colombians were surprised by the government's statements claiming that
Escobar arranged the assassination of Jaramillo. Moreover, it is illogical that "The Extraditables"
would target the left and particularly, the UP for assassination. UP politicians and other leftists are
known to oppose extradition of Colombian nationals. Notimex also pointed to security measures
that prevent "unauthorized" persons (those who are not politicians' bodyguards, or members of
the security forces, for example) from bringing weapons into the El Dorado airport. The reported
malfunctioning of one weapons detector device at the airport on Thursday morning is regarded
with suspicion as possible evidence of official complicity in the killing. Finally, Notimex mentioned
that a book on Rodriguez Gacha's life was found in a small suitcase at the site of the killing.] March
24: An estimated 30,000 gathered in Bolivar Plaza to attend the funeral mass at Bogota's major
cathedral. Colombia's congressional building is located on the same plaza. Army and police closed
off principal streets leading to the downtown area, preventing the arrival of additional thousands.
The plaza was surrounded by tanks and armored cars, and were stationed at intersections along
the route of the funeral procession to El Dorado airport. The interment took place in the city of
Manizales, Jaramillo's birthplace. Symbolic funeral processions were organized in other Colombian
cities. Notimex reported that calm prevailed throughout Colombia on Saturday, with the exceptions
of three explosions in Bogota, and a bomb explosion at Liberal Party headquarters in Cali. There
were no reports of injuries. March 25: Interior Minister Lemos Simmonds resigned Sunday. Radio
networks RCN and Caracol said they obtained a copy of Lemos' resignation letter which reportedly
said Lemos accused the government of no longer being interested in fighting drug traffickers.
Lemos said that as the victim of a "moral ambush," resignation was his only alternative. He also
accused Barco of weakness and incoherence vis-a-vis the drug traffickers and guerrillas beginning
in December. President Virgilio Barco named Horacio Serpa Uribe as his successor. AP identified
Serpa Uribe as a Liberal Party senator, while Notimex reported he was Colombia's Attorney
General. Barco sent condolences to the UP, and stated that his government was aware of the party's
civic vocation, and repudiation of guerrilla warfare. [Basic data from Radio Caracol (Colombia),
DPA, Reuter, 03/22/90; AP, 03/23/90, 03/25/90; AFP, Xinhua, 03/22/90, 03/23/90; Notimex, 03/22-25/90;
Prensa Latina, 03/23/90]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

